




The wonder inherent in a scientific 
worldview utterly trumps the religious 

imagination.

Tossing the Round Peg–

cially one meted out for honest doubts. If ever there was a 
religious idea with human fingerprints all over it, Hell is it. 
So I’ve always told my children that Hell is not only fiction, 
it’s also…

That’s right. She was using my exact word. Silly.
Even if there is a God, I’ve told them repeatedly, he’s 

not going to care if you guess wrong about him. That sounds 
like a human king, not the all-
wise creator of the universe. 
He might care about how good 
you are, or even respect your 
honest doubts more than the 
dishonest belief of people who 
are just trying to avoid Hell. 
But in any case, the idea that 
any god worth his salt would 
create a hell to punish his children for guessing wrong is 
just plain silly.

Just as we inoculate our kids against diseases by put-
ting small amounts of the bad stuff into their arms to build 
resistance, we have to inoculate them against toxic ideas 
that can paralyze their abilities to think freely. Specifically 
invite fearless doubt and they can live without medieval 
ignorance and fear trailing them through their one and only 
life. Tell them about Hell, then don’t just ‘disagree’ with it: 
laugh it to smithereens.

Moral development is another important topic in the 
book, and psychologist Jean Mercer’s piece does a marvel-
ous job of walking us through the Theory of Mind model 
and Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development: fear of 
punishment; hope for reward; social approval and disap-
proval; the recognition of laws or rules as valuable in them-
selves; the “social contract” level, in which laws and rules 
are seen as desirable, but potentially changeable; and the 
final stage, in which a person thinks in terms of universal 
ethical principles and is occasionally willing to defend such 
principles even at the risk of punishment or disapproval.

The consensus of contributors is that moral develop-
ment is an understandable process, and that kids can be 
consciously involved in their own moral development.

The topic of dealing with death is handled brilliantly 
by Kendyl Gibbons, perhaps the leading UU humanist in 
the United States. But death is also a prominent feature of 
six other essays in the collection. The consensus on death? 
Well, we’re all opposed to it.

But as for parenting, there’s general agreement to 
never treat death as an untouchable subject. Touch it all 
over. The more familiar, the less frightening. It’s a lifelong 
challenge, but our kids will be all the further along if they 
don’t have to waste time erasing heaven (and hell) from 
their conceptual maps.

Then there’s the wonder thread. Humans need wonder. 

Fortunately, the wonder inherent in a scientific worldview 
utterly trumps the religious imagination. This is the focus 
of my own essay titled “Teaching Kids to Yawn at Coun-
terfeit Wonder” in which I compare the vague and colorless 
hyperbole of religious wonder—God is wonderful, no, re-
ally, really wonderful, really especially great and power-
ful, super-special and eternal and large and clean—to the 

genuinely jaw-dropping won-
der of science.

• If you condense the history 
of the universe to a single 
year, humans would appear 
on December 31st at 10:30 
pm.

• We are star material that 
knows it exists.

• A complete blueprint to build you exists in each and 
every cell of your body.

• The faster you go, the slower time moves.
• Your memories, your knowledge, even your identity 

and sense of self exist entirely in the form of a con-
stantly recomposed electrochemical symphony play-
ing in your head.

• All life on Earth is directly related by descent. You are 
a cousin not just of apes, but of the sequoia and the 
amoeba, of mosses and butterflies and blue whales.
There is no surer way to strip religion of its ability to 

entice our children into ignorant fantasy than to show them 
the way, step by step, into the far more intoxicating won-
ders of the real world. Help kids to fall madly in love with 
that incredible universe and they will never even try to fit 
the round peg of supernatural religion into the square hole 
of reality.
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